Environmental Sustainability from a Social Cost Perspective by Swaney, James
2/3 up Twin Sisters Trail 2-12-12 
Wanted you to 
see what I do in 
retirement.  This 
is my favorite 
“conditioning” 
hike.  In winter 
it’s about 4 miles 
one way and 
gains about 
2400’  (from 
9,000’ elevation 
to about 
11,400’)  We had 




A Social Cost Perspective





A Social Cost Perspective
 Sustainability Definition





 Re-visiting the Circular Flow
 Boomster-Doomster Debate
 Empty Earth – Full Earth (Daly)
 Planetary Boundaries
 “Social floor” and “Environmental ceiling”
 “Doughnut” shortcomings 
Environmental Sustainability
 Sustainability is implicit in ecological writings at 
least back to George Perkins Marsh (Man and 
Nature 1864).
 Principle of Co-evolutionary Sustainability:
“development paths that pose serious threats to 
continued compatibility of sociosystem and 
ecosystem evolution should be avoided”  
(Swaney 1987). 
 Sustainability: (U.N. Brundtland Commission 
1987):
“those paths of social, economic and political 
progress that meet the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”
Keyhole (ele. 13,100+’) (1-6-12) 
The Keyhole is a 
“tipping point” on 
the hike up Longs 
Peak.  The trail 
ends after 6.5 
miles, about where 
this photo was 
taken.  After 
scrambling up the 
Boulderfield, one 
passes through the 
Keyhole, and the 
exposed climbing 
begins.









 Awareness of 
◦ Interconnectedness:  Everything is connected 
to everything else
◦ Absence of “awayness”:  Everything goes 
somewhere
◦ Dynamic nature of biophysical systems
 Earth is not quiescent
 Systems are dynamic, with variations in 
resilience, and tipping points that can lead to 
irreversible change
Foundations:  Leopold
“An ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on 
freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence.  An ethic, philosophically, is a 
differentiation of social from anti-social 
conduct.  These are two definitions of one 
thing [in ecology, symbioses; in politics 
and economics, cooperative 
mechanisms].”
Foundations:  Leopold
“The first ethics dealt with the relation 
between individuals, [the second] with the 
relation between individual and society…  
There is as yet no ethic dealing with man’s 
relation to land and to the animals and plants 
which grow upon it.  Land … is still property 
… still strictly economic, entailing privileges 
but not obligations.  
The extension of ethics to this third element 
in human environment is, if I read the 
evidence correctly, an evolutionary possibility 
and an ecological necessity.”
Foundations:  Leopold
“All ethics … rest upon a single premise:  that 
the individual is a member of a community of 
interdependent parts….  The land ethic 
simply enlarges the boundaries of the 
community to include soils, waters, plants, 
and animals, or collectively:  the land…. A 
land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens 
from conqueror of the land-community to 
plain member and citizen of it.  It implies 
respect for his fellow-members, and also 
respect for the community as such.”
Heading up Longs Peak 3-25-12
It was so dry this 





for nine or ten 
months of the 







 The Great Transformation (1944) is 
actually two transformations:  
◦ Into a system of self-regulating markets 
(a gradual process in England, 
culminating in the Poor Law Reform 
[1834]).
◦Out of that system of self-regulating 
markets (capped by the abandonment of 
the gold standard [1931]).
Foundations:  Polanyi
 Polanyi’s contention is that labor and land –
“the human beings themselves of which 
every society consists and the natural 
surroundings in which it exists” – had never 
before been treated as mere commodities.
 The economic function is but one of many 
vital functions of land.  It invests man’s life 
with stability; it is the site of his habitation; it 
is a condition of his physical safety; it is the 
landscape and the seasons (1944, p. 178).”
Foundations:  Polanyi
 Establishing the self-regulating market 
system (SRMS) implements “market society,” 
in which all resources are allocated by 
competitive markets.
 Since labor and land are not commodities, 
they are, in the SRMS, “commodity fictions.”  
The SRMS “handed over the fate of man and 
nature to the play of an automaton running 
in its own grooves and governed by its own 
laws.”
Foundations:  Polanyi
The self-regulating market system (SRMS) 
was simply too destructive:
“Robbed of the protective covering of 
cultural institutions, human beings would 
perish from the effects of social 
exposure….  Nature would be reduced to 
its elements, neighborhoods and 
landscapes defiled, rivers polluted….” 
Foundations:  Polanyi
As market society (SRMS) was implemented 
and enforced, there arose “protective 
countermoves,” “social protective responses,” 
to mitigate the damage.
“Social history in the nineteenth century was 
thus the result of a double movement:  the 
extension of the market organization in 
respect to genuine commodities was 
accompanied by its restriction in respect to 
fictitious ones.”   
Two old codgers atop Longs Peak
Colorado has 54 
peaks at least 
14K’ above sea 
level.  The 
elevation of 
Longs is 14,259.’  
My hiking buddy 
last month was 
Derald DeYoung, 
a retired music 
professor who 
turns 70 on 
Monday.  (I’m 
just a kid!)
Foundations:  Kapp
The Social Costs of Private Enterprise
“The term social costs refers to all those 
harmful consequences and damages 
which third persons or the community 
sustain … and for which private 
entrepreneurs are not easily held 
accountable.”  (1950 p.14)
Foundations:  Kapp
Even “post-Pigou,” economic theory 
continued to pretend that the economy 
was “an essentially closed and 
autonomous ‘economic’ sphere with only 
minor effects on man’s natural and social 
environment.  [The] so-called 
autonomous sphere is a fiction [and] the 
effects on the environment and society 
are anything but negligible.”  [1970: 842]
Foundations:  Kapp
Cost-shifting
“A system of decision-making operating in 
accordance with the principle of 
investment for profit cannot be expected 
to proceed in any way other than by 
trying to reduce its costs whenever 
possible and by ignoring those losses that 
can be shifted to third persons or to 
society at large.”  [1950: xiii]
Foundations:  Kapp
Social costs multiply less from the 
unfortunate, accidental side effects of 
economic activity (“externalities”), and 
more from incentives within the economic 
system itself.  
Many (most?) social costs are 
predictable, endogenous outcomes rather 
than exogenous accidents.
Jim in Keyhole (3-25-12)
On our 
descent, it 
was calm in 
the Keyhole.  
So unusual 
as to be just 
plain weird.  
Foundations:  Boulding (1966)
“The Economics of the 
Coming Spaceship Earth”
“Cowboy” v. “Spaceman” Economy
Foundations:  Boulding (1966)
Cowboy Economy
 “open earth of the past”
 People imagined themselves to be living 
on a virtually illimitable plain.
 For the sake of picturesqueness, I am 
tempted to call the open economy the 
"cowboy economy," the cowboy being 
symbolic of the illimitable plains and also 
associated with reckless, exploitative, 
romantic, and violent behavior, which is 
characteristic of open societies.
Foundations:  Boulding (1966)
Spaceman Economy
 “closed earth of the future”
 The closed economy of the future might 
similarly be called the "spaceman" 
economy, in which the earth has become 
a single spaceship, without unlimited 
reservoirs of anything, either for 
extraction or for pollution, and in which, 
therefore, man must find his place in a 
cyclical ecological system…. 
Foundations:  Boulding (1966)
Cowboy Economy Spaceman Economy
 Infinite reservoirs from 
which to extract inputs 
and deposit effluvia




 “Rough measure” of 
throughput:  GDP
 Effluvia goes into the 
same environment that 
resources come out of 
(also where we live)
 Goal:  Maintain and 
improve upon “nature, 
extent, quality, and 
complexity of the total 
capital stock”
 Minimize throughput
Foundations:  Boulding (1966)
The shadow of the future spaceship, 
indeed, is already falling over our 
spendthrift merriment. Oddly enough, it 
seems to be in pollution rather than in 
exhaustion that the problem is first 
becoming salient. Los Angeles has run out 
of air, Lake Erie has become a cesspool, 
the oceans are getting full of lead and 
DDT, and the atmosphere may become 
man's major problem in another 
generation, at the rate at which we are 
filling it up with gunk.
Keyhole Data Collection (1-6-12)
Four of us 
hiked to the 




day.  I 
recorded a 
balmy  13 
degrees(F), 
with a steady 
breeze at 47 
mph.
Textbook circular flow model
households firms















Modified Coddington flow model
environment
firmshouseholds
Snowshoeing to Andrews Glacier
Gorgeous 
winter day 
in the high 
country
(2-17-12)
Boomster – Doomster Debate
 Cornucopians v. Malthusians
 Optimists v. Pessimists
 Julian Simon v. Paul Ehrlich
◦ 1980 wager was proposed by Simon
◦ Ehrlich was allowed to choose any five raw 
materials, as well as the time frame (ten years)
◦ Materials:  chromium, copper, nickel, tin, 
tungsten
◦ All five materials‘ prices were lower in 1990
◦ Ehrlich mailed Simon a check in October 1990
Boomster – Doomster Debate
“Aftermath”
 Simon continued to argue that resource 
scarcity is not a problem (although he lost a 
subsequent bet)
 Ehrlich proposed a second bet on 
environmental trends (Simon declined)
 The resource that worries me the most is the 
declining capacity of our planet to buffer 
itself against human impacts [Ehrlich].
Boomster – Doomster 
 The approach of a boomer is to pillage 
and run  (Wallace Stegner)
 We all are implicated.  By economic 
proxies thoughtlessly given, by 
thoughtless consumption of goods 
ignorantly purchased, now we all are 
boomers. (Wendell Berry)
Trail Trekkers on Andrews Tarn
This little 
lake was 
frozen in the 
shape of an 
ocean swell 
– big waves 
of ice on a 




“Empty Earth – Full Earth” (Daly)
On full earth: 
◦ Improved fishing technology does not lead to a 
bigger catch.  To avoid over-exploitation and 
potential collapse of the fishery, 
restrictions/limitations on fishing effort/harvest are 
required.
◦ Growing more fish or cattle or soy (or anything 
else) directly competes with other valuable uses.
◦ “Everything is connected to everything else” and 
“Everything goes somewhere” become more 
urgent.
◦ In the words of designer William McDonough, 
“Away went away.” 
Descending Andrews Glacier
After a little 
lunch break 
above the tarn, 
everyone hiked 




the wind was 
unpleasant.  
Here folks are 
heading back 
down.
Planetary Boundaries (Rockstrom, 
et. al., Nature 461 (Sept. 2009)
 Scientists from three broad disciplines 
examined the evidence and identified nine 
earth system areas/processes/boundaries 
that present “a clear and present danger.”
 Three of these areas are already pushing 
earth systems toward “tipping thresholds”  
that are likely to disturb the stability of the 
Holocene.  
◦ Climate (since 1990s)
◦ Biodiversity (since 1990s)
◦ Nitrogen and Phosphorus Cycles (beginning in 
1960s) 
Planetary Boundaries (Rockstrom, 
et. al., Nature 461 (Sept. 2009)
 Four more are not yet “out of bounds,” but 
are close or heading that way
◦ Ocean acidification
◦ Fresh water use
◦ Land use and desertification
◦ Ozone layer (upper atmosphere)
 The remaining two are not well-enough 
defined or measured, but are clearly 
problematic
◦ Chemical pollution
◦ Aerosol loading 



















Riverside Geyser – Yellowstone NP
This is one 








 Social foundation indicators and 
environmental ceiling indicators need to be 
dealt with together. They are involved in the 
same process.
 The concern for social cost has no meaning 
without criteria for making judgments. Such 
criteria can only be established for each of 
the doughnut indicators in conjunction with 
the others.
 24/7 high-technology jobs … fits neither the 
ability to formulate and voice opinions in a 
democracy nor to prevent an over-heated 
earth.
When bison don’t feel like swimming
Bridge 
across 
Yellowstone 
River 
between 
Mammoth 
Hot Springs 
(WY) and 
Cooke City 
(MT)
(2-6-12)
